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Whistle Stop:  WHAT’S NEXT 

  

For those of you who missed the memo, this is my last Sunday in the TriUU pulpit.  So 

without spending much time now on lamentation (or celebration) I want to let you know 

what’s next. 

 

 Most immediately, tomorrow morning at 10am Rev. Cynthia Snavley, your interim 

minister, will be at the 10am Zoom chat.  There is a nice bio of her on the website, but it 

doesn’t tell you much about what interim ministers DO.  That’s what I want to tell you. 

 

 Interim ministry is a specialized skill set developed for a particular time in the life of 

a congregation.   

 

 The interim minister’s mission, purpose, and function in a congregation’s life is to 

assist its lay leadership in becoming fluid once more, no longer crystallized around the 

departed minister’s way of doing things.  Nor if the purpose to re-crystallize around the 

interim minister.   The interim minister helps the congregation become capable of forming 

a new, beautiful, and as- yet-unimagined configuration with an as-yet-unknown called 

minister to come into long-term relationship with the congregation.  

To say it differently, the interim is more like a mirror, reflecting the congregation 

back to itself. When the congregation decides on changes it wishes to make, it consults with 

the minister on how to make them. And the interim points out things the congregation 

might not see about itself. 

They do this mirroring work in five ways:    

 Claiming and honoring the congregation’s past and healing its griefs and conflicts.  

I’m going to talk more about that in a minute. 

 Illuminating the congregation’s unique identity, its strengths, its needs, and its 

challenges.  

 Clarifying the multiple dimensions of leadership and navigating the shifts in 

leadership that accompany times of transition.  

 Renewing connections with available resources within and beyond the UUA.  

 Enabling the congregation to renew its vision, strengthen its stewardship, prepare 

for new professional leadership, and engage its future with anticipation and zest.  

 

Generally, congregations experience a two-year interim period.  Rev. Snavley has 

been hired by the Board for a one-year contract.  The Board – with input from the 
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congregation – may renew the contract for a second year.  A transition team has been 

appointed by the Board to interface between Rev. Snavley and the Board.   

Another very important point is that interim ministers come ‘pre-fired’.  The 

congregations they serve may not be call them to be a settled minister, a contract minister, 

a developmental minister, or any other type of minister.  Interim ministry is not an audition 

for a permanent relationship. 

 

Now let’s talk for a very brief moment about the Tri-UU congregation and the type of 

specific issues that might be addressed.  According to Robert Latham, there are four types 

of what he calls Special Care congregations.  Tri-UU falls into two categories: the Bereft and 

the Bequeathed.   

 

The bereft congregation has had a long-term relationship of loving admiration with 

a professional minister and the relationship has ended. It is the loss of the relationship and 

not the reason for the loss which is of consequence because the end result will be the same: 

denial, anger, guilt, bereftness, depression, defensiveness and anxiety. What is required in 

this circumstance is to deal in straightforward fashion with all of these feelings.  Allow a 

year just to grieve. 

 

The other relevant type is called the bequeathed congregation.  It’s been suggested 

that after a minister has been in a congregation for seven years, she/he owns it.  I’ve been 

at Tri-UU for 10 years.  Like it or not, Tri-UU basically reflects my theology and, especially, 

institutional perspectives.  Ten years is certainly sufficient time for my legacy to become 

subtly sanctified in numerous ways. It is this sanctification that is the key issue. So the 

ghost of my legacy will need to be exorcised. 

 

All of this is compounded by the on-going compound trauma we all face.  We have 

our work cut out for us.  You will be kept abreast of unfolding events by your Transition 

Team and your Board.  But at least now you can begin to anticipate what’s next. 

 

Joys, Concerns, and Sorrows: LAMENT 

 

Part of leave-taking is making time to lament – to remember and mourn those 

whose spirits have touched this space and continue to dwell among us in our memories.  

Their names are on the screens:   

 

Dick Bassett 

Ethel Burket 

Ted Burket 

Bill Calhoun 

John Deckman 

Mike Donato 

Phil Edgington 

Elizabeth Green 

Katy Hill 
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Ken Loebel 

Madeline Love 

Dot O’Hara 

Betsy Pinter 

Al Pinter 

Al Reeves 

Phyllis Sharp 

Let us also remember the people who visioned a building of their own and made it happen, 

especially Jim McIntosh, Bill Dennison, Bob Zanelli, Robert and Rita Ridgard, and Rona 

Gold. 

For those too numerous to name who have moved away geographically but continue 

to influence and be influenced by our free faith, let us remember with gratitude the time 

they spent among us. 

 

Sharing Abundance: GRATITUDE 

 

Another element of a good leave-taking is an expression of gratitude.  Several years 

ago this congregation shifted the stewardship focus on an attitude of scarcity to one of 

abundance.  This made sense as grateful people most easily see abundance, which begets 

more gratitude, which begets more abundance.  And so on.  I wanted to take this time to 

express my gratitude for what this congregation has given me.   

 

 You have gifted me with astonishment.  From the first phone call – which I took in 

the cereal aisle at the grocery store – I was astonished that you wanted an old woman who 

said what she thought without much diplomacy and was a relative newcomer to ministry.  

As it turned out, not everyone was equally enchanted at the prospect.  Which surprised me. 

 

 Then you surprised me by engaging in a lengthy, painful process of moving from a 

fellowship not much interested in religiosity to a congregation that didn’t seem to mind 

something other than a lecture every Sunday.   

 

 You have gifted me with patience.  You took your time in crafting new mission and 

vision statements.  You spent a year developing a behavioral covenant of right relations.  

When I wondered – even sometime out loud – what was taking so long, you taught me the 

value of listening to all voices; even the ones I didn’t think made much sense.  You were 

patient with my impatience. 

 

 You have gifted me with trust.  You told me your stories.  I heard your secrets.  You 

trusted that I would tell you the truth as I saw it.  You trusted my discretion to use your 

monetary contributions to best effect.  You took risks – like hosting interns – like funding a 

music director – like participating in public events where you were a clear minority – 

because you trusted me.   
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 You have gifted me with humility.  I learned that I was surrounded by bright, caring, 

compassionate and competent people.  I learned to say “I don’t know” and be comfortable 

with my ignorance.  I have watched you care for each other, welcome strangers, engage 

with those unlike you in times and spaces where I would have fallen short.   

 

 I could go on and on.  But I want to sum up by thanking you for the best ten years of 

my life.  I have never been bored.  You have given me the great gift of waking up every 

morning looking forward to whatever presented itself.  You grew me into a Unitarian 

Universalist minister.  You nurtured and loved me into YOUR minister.  There are no words 

to tell you how much I cherish you all and the gift you have given me that I will carry for the 

rest of my life.   Thank you.   

 

Sermon: RUNNING THROUGH THE THISTLES: Praise and Hope 

 

Back in 1978 Alban Institute consultant, Roy Oswald, wrote a 19-page treatise on 

how to leave a congregation called “Running Through the Thistles.”  Someone gave it to me 

as an ordination gift.  I thought it was an odd choice for someone just beginning ministry,  

but it’s been around as a ‘must-read’ for a long time.  I figured I would eventually need it. 

 

 Eventually is now.  Closing this – or any beloved relationship – is like dying.  I want 

to do it well for the sake of all of us.  Instead of running through the thistle patch of pain, I 

want to slow down and examine each of the prickles that cause the pain.  It’s painful 

because the consequence of great love is great sorrow.  And I have loved this congregation 

for a long time.  I’ll do most of this prickly work privately.  You’ll do it communally.   

 

 We have already talked about prickles of lament and gratitude.  Now I want to inflict 

the prickles of praise on you.  And I want to be specific, because I’m not sure you realize the 

enormous cultural change you have accomplished in only ten years.   

 

 You moved into a culture of risk-takers.  You put up a Black Lives Matter banner in a 

neighborhood not especially friendly to the sentiment.  You showed up in the public square 

where you were a minority voice to witness for our Unitarian Universalist values.  When 

the Marriage Equality Act was passed into law you were the first congregation in Florida to 

offer and celebrate same-sex marriage ceremonies.  You were the first congregation in the 

area to close the building and pivot to online connection and worship.  And one of the last 

to open.  You took seriously the challenge to ‘help heal the world’ by forming a Climate 

Action Team, an outreach to homeless and disenfranchised people in Ocala, a relationship 
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with a local community of undocumented people, and achieving the designation of a 

Welcoming Congregation.  And speaking of welcoming congregation, you took a risk by 

funding the first of three interns, not knowing much about internships or what was 

required of you.   

 

 At the same time you making brave choices you were busy institutionalizing the 

community.  You took your time – a year in each case -- to develop both a behavioral 

covenant and a mission/vision statement.  In the process you listened to everyone who 

wanted to be heard.  You introduced a program council to enhance internal 

communications and handle the daily administrative functions of the congregation.  You 

streamlined and supported the Board, freeing them to do the visioning work of moving into 

the future.  You changed the name of the congregation to reflect the reality of our purpose 

and place in the community.  And you wrote and refined policies and procedures, 

understanding that they formed a living document and were subject to change.   

 

 And you turned your gaze out into the community.  You enhanced the physical 

appearance of the building and grounds to make it more visually inviting.  You painted the 

building inside and out and rehabilitated the memorial garden.  You put in a driveway.  

Moving beyond the immediate neighborhood you took a class on aging to The Villages 

Enrichment Academy.  You allied with local partners like the MLK, Jr. Scholarship 

Committee, the Interfaith Prayers for Peace, and the Interfaith Emergency Services in Ocala.  

You sent Tri-UU representatives to training in order to offer the Our Whole Lives: Human 

Sexuality for Older Adults program to our community.  You hosted groups outside our 

congregation to present programs like “Beloved Conversations” and “The Green Book 

Readers Theatre.”  And most recently – and perhaps most significantly – you invested your 

time, talent, and treasure in the technology that will enable you to broadcast the good news 

of Unitarian Universalism to the entire world. 

 

 I hope you will take advantage of the technology.  As you engage with it, share your 

knowledge with others.  I hope it provides the springboard to investigate possibilities for 

wider and deeper connections and relationships.  Possibilities like developing satellite 

congregations in Ocala and the South Villages.  Like sharing resources with other Unitarian 

Universalist congregations in the area.  Like more online classes and forums to make our 

values more widely known and deepen the opportunities for spiritual growth.   

 

 Before I close I want to tell you that I am disconnecting my Facebook page.  I just 

can’t bring myself to ‘unfriend’ people.  By custom and good sense I will not initiate a 

connection with you until 3 years have passed.  This time will enable us to do the work of 
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grieving and exorcising any ghosts, turning toward the future, and welcoming the next 

settled minister.  Even worse news to most of you, I am selfishly taking Nelson Hay with 

me.  I need him more than you do.  As we remember our time together with you we will 

find new roles for ourselves in our Virginia home.   

 

 And now, beloveds, be kind.  Be courageous.  Speak often of our free faith and live 

our values.  Center this community in empathy.  And remember our commitment to love 

the hell out of the world.  Amen. 

 


